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@ Magnetic surface pressure input panel. 

@ An active matrix surface pressure input panel 
comprises a flexible magnetic sheet (2) stacked 
onto a circuit plate (4). The circuit plate in- 
cludes an insulating base plate (10) with first 
and second groups of intersecting electrode 
lines (20,30) and a multiplicity of detection ele- 
ments (44) formed thereon. Each detection ele- 
ment includes a magnetic sensitive element 
coupled to the electrode lines and configured to 
generate an electrical signal corresponding to 
the distance between the magnetic sensitive 
elements and respective overlying portions of 
the magnetic sheet The electrode lines are 
coupled to an electrical circuit that determines 
the relative location of each electrical signal to 
map an overall surface pressure distribution. 
With this configuration, the surface pressure 
input panel exhibits high definition over a rela- 
tively large detection area so that complicated 
surfaces, such as fingerprints, can be accu- 
rately detected and reproduced. 
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FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to surface pressure input 
panels generally and more specifically to a magnetic 
surface pressure input panel suitable for detecting 5 
complicated surface contours and irregularities such 
as a fingerprint pattern. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

. 10 
The inside surface of the fingertip has intricate 
contours that are unique to each individual. This has 
made the fingerprint pattern an important vehicle for 
identification, particularly for law enforcement pur- 
poses. To facilitate identification via fingerprints, ef- is 
forts have been made to develop fingerprint detection 
devices capable of electronically mapping an individ- 
ual fingerprint pattern. Accurately mapping the con- 
tour of each person's fingertip, however, has proven 
to be a difficult and expensive task. This is because 20 
each fingerprint pattern is made up of a large number 
of convex portions, or ridges, separated by concave 
portions or grooves that generally extend In random 
directions around the fingertip. These ridges and 
grooves have minute dimensions, on the order of 25 
1 0OC um, making them difficult to detect 

Conventional fingerprint detection devices gen- 
erally employ a surface pressure input panel that in- 
cludes a contact sheet which changes in some man- 
ner when it is engaged by the various ridges and 30 
grooves of the fingertip. One such device comprises 
a conductive rubber sheet that undergoes local vari- 
ations in conductivity when engaged by a surface 
with a pressure differential. Similar devices include a 
resistiva film that varies in resistance with changes in 35 
surface pressure. These devices employ a means for 
detecting the changes in the contact.sheet or film in 
order to electronically map the contour of the finger- 
tip. The detection means, however, typically has dif- 
ficulty detecting small pressure changes, particularly 40 
when a non-uniform pressing force is applied or the 
fingertip is contaminated with grease, sweat or the 
like. Therefore, these devices are often incapable of 
accurately detecting the small surface variations nec- 
essary for mapping the contour of a fingertip. 45 

Otherf ingerprint detection devices have attempt- 
ed to overcome this problem by employing MOS field- 
effect transistors or piezoelectric thin films to detect 
small surface variations (e.g, see Japanese Patent 
Application No. Hei 5-61966). These devices, how- so 
ever, generally require complicated manufacturing 
techniques and relatively expensive materials, such 
as silicon semiconductor substrates. Although these 
devices can produce high definition, they are difficult 
to manufacture and, therefore, are very expensive. 55 
Accordingly, manufacturing these devices to map a 
large detection area, such as a fingerprint pattern 
(which is very large compared to the size of the indi- 



vidual surface changes or irregularities) is not pre- 
sently feasible. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to an inexpen- 
sive surface pressure panel capable of detecting 
complicated surface contours such as a fingerprint 
pattern. To accomplish this, the invention comprises 
a surface pressure input panel having a flexible mag- 
netic sheet coupled to a circuit plate. The magnetic 
sheet is adapted to conform to surface contours (e.g., 
deflect or sink) and the circuit plate comprises an in- 
sulating base plate with appropriate electrode lines 
formed thereon. The circuit plate further includes a 
multiplicity of detection elements, each including a 
magnetic sensitive element, distributed over the area 
of the board, facing the magnetic sheet and coupled 
to the electrode lines. Each detection element is con- 
figured to generate an electric signal corresponding 
to the distance between the magnetic sensitive ele- 
ments and respective overlying portions of the mag- 
netic sheet. The electrode lines are preferably ar- 
ranged in an X-Y grid so that the generated signal can 
be detected and the location of each detection ele- 
ment can be determined. 

In a preferred configuration, the surface pressure 
input panel is an active matrix type array having first 
and second (e.g. X and Y) groups of electrode lines 
intersecting each other at intersection points to form 
a matrix pattern on the circuit plate. A detection ele- 
ment at each intersection point includes a magnetic 
sensitive element configured so that an electrical sig- 
nal can be generated that is preferably proportional to 
the strength of a magnetic field received by the ele- 
ment The magnetic sheet generates a magnetic field 
that increases in magnitude (with respect to the mag- 
netic elements) as the sheet deflects or sinks toward 
the circuit plate so that the generated electrical sig- 
nals are proportional to the distance between the 
magnetic sensitive elements and the respective over- 
lying portions of the magnetic sheet In this manner, 
the input panel can generate a plurality of different 
electric signals that are representative of the varying 
degrees of pressure applied by the object to the mag- 
netic sheet, e.g. due to surface variations (ridges and 
grooves) of a fingerprint 

When installed, the pressure input panel of the in- 
vention is coupled to an X register and a Y direction 
switch which cycle through the groups of electrode 
lines so that a detector can correlate the generated 
electrical signals to the location of the detection units 
from which they emanate. The electrical signals are 
then appropriately processed so that the contour of 
the fingertip can be reproduced. With this configura- 
tion, the invention provides a relatively inexpensive 
surface pressure input panel that exhibits high defi- 
nition over a relatively large detection area so that ex- 
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tremely complicated surfaces, such as fingerprints, 
can be accurately detected and reproduced. 

In one embodiment, the magnetic sensitive ele- 
ments each have a resistance to electric current gen- 
erally proportional to the magnitude of the magnetic s 
field to which the element is subjected. Thus, as the 
magnetic sheet is deflected towards the magnetic 
element its resistance increases. The magnetic ele- 
ments are coupled to electrode lines associated with 
each intersection point such that, when an electric po- 10 
tential is applied to the associated electrode lines, a 
current flows through the elements. This current will 
be generally proportional to the resistance of the 
magnetic element and, therefore, will reflect to the 
distance between the element and the respective 15 
overlying portion of the magnetic sheet (i.e., the pres- 
sure applied to the sheet by the object). 

In another embodiment, the magnetic sensitive 
elements are coupled to the first and second groups 
of electrode lines by switches, preferably thin film 20 
transistors (TFT's) of the type widely used for driving 
liquid crystal displays. One end of the magnetic ele- 
ment is coupled to the transistor and the other end is 
coupled to a detection line. When an electric potential 
is applied to the electrode lines, a current, which is 25 
proportional to the resistance of the magnetic ele- 
ment, flows through the magnetic element and along 
the detection line, where it can be sensed by the de- 
tector. 

In a further embodiment, the magnetic sensitive 30 
elements comprise conductive elements that prefer- 
ably exhibit the Hall effect. When the magnetic sheet 
applies a magnetic field and a current is directed 
through the conductive elements, a voltage potential 
is generated across the conductive elements. This 35 
voltage is generally proportional to the magnitude of 
the magnetic field. The conductive elements are cou- 
pled to the electrode lines so that the generated vol- 
tage can be detected and the relative location of the 
conductive elements can be determined. 40 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is an exploded perspective view of a sur- 
face pressure input panel according to the princi- 45 
pies of the present invention; 
Figure 2 is an enlarged view of detection ele- 
ments formed on a circuit board of the surface 
pressure input panel of Figure 1 ; 
Figure 3 is a block diagram of a fingerprint detec- so 
tion circuit employing the input panel of Figure 1 ; 
Figures 4Aand4B illustrate pulse signals that are 
applied to X and sensed by Y direction electrode 
lines on the circuit board of Fig. 1; 
Figure 5 is an illustrative side view of the input 55 
panel of Figure 1 detecting the surface variations 
of a fingertip; 

Figure 6 is a top view of detection elements of an 



alternative embodiment of the input panel of Fig. 
1; 

Figure 7 is a top view of detection elements of an- 
other alternative embodiment of the input panel 
of Fig. 1; 

Figure 8 is a schematic view of a detection circuit 
for the input panel of Fig. 7; 
Figure 9 is an illustrative side view of an alterna- 
tive embodiment of a magnetic sheet of the input 
panel of Fig. 1; and 

Figure 10 is an illustrative side view of another al- 
ternative embodiment of the magnetic sheet of 
Fig. 1. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

Referring to the drawings, wherein like numerals 
indicate like elements, a surface pressure input panel 
1 constructed according to the present invention gen- 
erally Includes a magnetic sheet 2 and an insulation 
film 3 stacked onto a circuit plate 4 for detecting the 
surface pressure differentials across the magnetic 
sheet. 

Referring to Fig. 1, magnetic sheet 2 and insula- 
tion film 3 are preferably laminated to circuit plate 4 
such that they are spaced apart from the circuit plate 
by a relatively small distance, preferably about 10- 
200 |im. Magnetic sheet 2 is constructed so that it will 
substantially conform to the contours and surface ir- 
regularities of an object that is pressed against it, 
such as the fingerprint pattern on the inside surface 
of a fingertip. In one configuration, magnetic sheet 2 
will deflect in response to the surface contours (see 
Fig. 5). The magnetic sheet has a first surface 5 that 
is magnetized with an S pole and second surface 7 
magnetized with an N pole so that a magnetic field, 
having a magnitude large enough for detection by cir- 
cuit elements on circuit plate 4, is generated around 
the sheet. Insulating film 3 serves to insulate circuit 
plate 4 from the magnetic sheet and preferably com- 
prises a conventional insulating material such as 
polyethylene terephthalate (PET). 

Circuit plate 4 comprises an insulating base plate 
1 0, which may be made of a glass or ceramic material, 
for example. An amorphous silicon coating 12 on the 
upper surface of base plate 10, preferably applied by 
a conventional photolithographic technique, forms a 
plurality of parallel X direction electrode lines 20 and 
Y direction electrode lines 30 arranged perpendicular 
to the X electrode lines X and Y electrode lines 20, 30 
are gathered on edges A, B, respectively, of base 
plate 10 and connected to external circuits via con- 
nectors (not shown). X electrode lines 20 and Y elec- 
trode lines 30 function as scanning electrode lines as 
is described in greater detail below. 

The X and Y electrode lines define between them 
generally rectangular areas 42 for detection elements 
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44. Each detection element 44 Includes a magnetic 
sensitive element 40 electrically coupled to X and Y 
electrode lines 20, 30. In a preferred configuration, 
the magnetic elements are magnetic resistance ele- 
ments formed on circuit plate 4 by, for example, a 
high-frequency sputtering process. The magnetic re- 
sistance elements have an electric resistance that va- 
ries when the elements are subjected to a magnetic 
field. As the strength of the magnetic field increases, 
the elements' resistance to current generally increas- 
es. The rate of variance can be adjusted by an appro- 
priate selection of material of the magnetic resistance 
element which may, for example, comprise a multi- 
layer film of an Ni-Fe series alloy. Selection of differ- 
ent magnetic materials allows the user to adjust the 
detection sensitivity of the surface pressure input 
panel. 

Figure 2 illustrates in greater detail a group of de- 
tection elements 44 formed on circuit plate 4 of sur- 
face pressure input panel 1. Each X electrode line 20 
intersects one of the Y electrode lines 30 at an inter- 
section point 46. An insulating spacer 48 is formed at 
each intersection point 46 between X and Y electrode 
lines 20, 30 to insulate the electrode lines from each 
other. Preferably, insulating spacer 48 is an Si0 2 film 
formed by a conventional technique such as masking 
and vapor deposition. Each electrode line is also 
coated with an insulating film (not shown) such as 
SiO z or poiyimide to prevent the electrode lines from 
contacting magnetic sheet 2. 

In a preferred configuration, the interval between 
adjacent X electrode lines 20 and adjacent Y elec- 
trode lines 30 is about 20 to 150 urn and each detec- 
tion element has an area of approximately 200- 
14,000 urn 2 . This ensures that relatively small eleva- 
tion changes in the lower surface of magnetic sheet 
2, on the order of from several to tens of microns, can 
be detected by magnetic sensitive elements 40. 

Each magnetic sensitive element 40 has one end 
coupled to a connection tab 20a of one of the X elec- 
trode lines 20 and the other end coupled to a connec- 
tion tab 30a of one of the Y electrode lines 30. When 
a signal is applied to the X electrode line associated 
with a given intersection point 46, a current, which is 
proportional to the resistance of the corresponding 
magnetic sensitive element 40, will flow through the 
magnetic element and along the associated Y elec- 
trode line as is discussed below. 

It should be noted that the invention is not limited 
to the configuration described above and shown in 
Figs. 1-3. For example, electrode lines 20, 30 could 
be oriented at angles other than 90° with respect to 
each other and can have larger or smaller intervals 
between adjacent lines, if desired. In addition, mag- 
netic elements 40 can have a variety of shapes and 
sizes which differ from the preferred configuration 
shown in Figs. 1 and 2, so long as they are each dis- 
posed within an individual detection element and suit- 



ably attached to the X and Y electrode lines. 

The pressure surface input panel of the present 
invention is particularly suitable for detecting a finger- 
print pattern on the inside surface of a fingertip F. To 
5 accomplish this, input panel 1 is connected to an elec- 
tric circuit 49, as shown in Fig. 3. The entire electric 
circuit can be formed on insulating base plate 10 or 
circuit plate 4 can be connected to a separately 
formed circuit with connectors (not shown). X elec- 
10 trade lines 20 are connected to an X direction output 
register 50 and Y electrode lines 30 are connected to 
a Y direction switching/detection circuit 60. The Y 
switching/detection circuit is grounded via a resistor 
R so that a potential can be sensed at point A when 
15 a detecting current flows through resistor R. 

When fingertip F is pressed onto surface pres- 
sure input panel 1, magnetic sheet 2 and insulating 
film 3 generally conform to the inside surface of the 
fingertip and, therefore, deflect downward towards 
20 circuit plate 4. Because the ridge and groove portions 
of fingertip F have different surface elevations, dif- 
ferent pressing forces will act on the magnetic sheet. 
Thus, depending on the amount of pressure and the 
resulting defiection of an overlying portion of magnet- 
25 ic sheet 2, the distance between this portion and the 
corresponding magnetic element 40 will vary. 

As shown in Fig. 5, for example, a magnetic ele- 
ment 40a located immediately under or near a ridge 
or convex portion of the fingertip F will be a relatively 
30 small distance d1 away from the overlying portion of 
magnetic sheet 2. On the other hand, a magnetic ele- 
ment 40b located immediately under or near a groove 
or concave portion of fingertip F will be a relatively 
larger distance d 2 away from the overlying portion of 
35 magnetic sheet. Consequently, the magnetic element 
40a located underneath the ridge portion of fingertip 
F will be subjected to a stronger magnetic field from 
magnetic sheet 2 and will exhibit a larger resistance 
than the magnetic element 40b located underneath 
40 the groove portion of fingertip F. 

To detect the changes in resistance of magnetic 
sensitive elements 40, X register 50 sequentially ap- 
plies pulse signals to X electrode lines 20 at a prede- 
termined timing or frequency, as shown in Fig. 4A. Si- 
45 multaneously, Y switching circuit 60 synchronously 
cycles through Y electrode lines 30 at the same pre- 
determined timing or frequency, as shown in Fig. 4B. 
In one embodiment, X register 50 sequentially applies 
a pulse signal to each X electrode line while Y switch- 
so ing circuit 60 locks onto a given Y line to sequentially 
converge the X and Y signals at intersections points 
46 along the given Y line. This process is repeated for 
each Y line 30 so that the detection circuit can deter- 
mine the relative location of the electrical signals gen- 
55 erated by magnetic sensitive elements 40. Of course, 
this procedure can be reversed (i.e., Y circuit 60 cy- 
cles through Y electrode lines 30 while X register ap- 
plies a signal to a given X electrode line). 
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Referring to Fig. 3, when the X register and the Y 
switching circuit converge at an intersection point 46, 
the signal from X register 50 flows through the corre- 
sponding magnetic element 40 and generates a po- 
tential across resistor R that can be detected by a de- 5 
tector (not shown) atdetection point A. If, for example, 
an overlying portion of magnetic sheet 2 is deflected 
towards the corresponding magnetic element 40, the 
distance between these two elements decrease, 
thereby increasing the strength of the magnetic field w 
to which the magnetic element is subjected. Thus, the 
resistance of the magnetic element increases, there- 
by decreasing the current and the potential at detec- 
tion point A. This change in potential is generally pro- 
portional in an analog manner to the distance in which 15 
the overlying portion of magnetic sheet 2 has been 
deflected (i.e., the height of the surface variation 
along the corresponding surface portion of fingertip 
F). A detector (not shown) uses conventional signal 
processing to determine the potential at every inter- 20 
section point 46, and its relative location, so that a 
surface pressure differential, corresponding to the 
fingerprint pattern of fingertip F, can be computed 
and the sensed fingerprint can be reproduced. 

Referring to Fig. 6, an alternative embodiment of 25 
surface pressure input panel 1 uses detection ele- 
ments 44' which include thin-film transistors (TFTs) 
12 to electrically couple the magnetic sensitive ele- 
ments to X and Y electrode lines 20, 30. Transistors 
12 each have a gate terminal G connected to the as- 30 
sociated Y line, a drain terminal D connected to the 
associated X line and a source terminal S connected 
to one end of the magnetic element 40'. The other end 
of the magnetic elements are coupled to detection 
electrode tines 25, which are connected together and 35 
grounded via a reference resistor R v 

Transistors 12 can be formed onto insulating 
base plate 10' by conventional techniques, such as 
photolithography, for example. Transistors 12 are pre- 
ferably polycrystal transistors as used for driving iiq- 40 
uid crystal electrodes because they are reliable and 
relatively inexpensive to manufacture. However, a va- 
riety of conventional transistors or other suitable elec- 
trical switches, such as thin-film diodes, for example, 
can be used in conjunction with the present invention. 45 

To detect a fingerprint pattern with the embodi- 
ment shown in Fig. 6, a fingertip F is pressed onto 
magnetic sheet 2 in the manner described above. 
When the X register and Y switching circuit converge 
onto a given intersection point 46, the corresponding so 
transistor 12 turns ON and a current flows through 
the associated magnetic sensitive element 40' along 
detection line 25 to ground, thereby generating a po- 
tential at the detection point A. Since the magnetic 
elements resistance reflects the magnitude of the 55 
magnetic field, this potential will vary depending on 
the distance between each magnetic element 40' and 
the respective overlying portion of magnetic film 2 in 



the manner described above. 

Referring to Fig. 7, another embodiment of sur- 
face pressure input panel 1 uses detection elements 
44" which include conductive elements 35 for detect- 
ing the changes in the mag netic field to which the ele- 
ments are subjected when overlying portions of mag- 
netic sheet are deflected as a result of pressure ap- 
plied by fingertip F. Each conductive element 35 has 
a terminal A connected to one of the X electrode lines 
20 and a terminal B connected to one of the Y elec- 
trode lines 30. Registers 50, 52 are connected to each 
conductive element 35 at terminals C, D, respective- 
ly, to apply a bias voltage, e.g., 6 volts, and produce 
a current through each Hall element in the direction 
from terminal C to terminal D (or vice versa). 

Preferably, conductive elements 35 are Hall ef- 
fect elements. The Hall elements 35 are oriented so 
that the current from registers 50, 52 will be perpen- 
dicular to the magnetic field generated by magnetic 
film 2. When the current and magnetic field are ap- 
plied to the Hall element 35, an electromotive force or 
voltage potential is generated between terminals A 
and B. This voltage is generally proportional to the 
product of the current density and the magnetic field. 
As shown in Fig. 8, X and Y electrode lines 20, 30 are 
connected to switches 54, 56, respectively for detect- 
ing the voltage potential generated at A and B termi- 
nals by each Hail element 35 (similar to the above em- 
bodiments). A differential amplifier 58 is connected to 
switches 54, 56 to compute the voltage potential. 

In use, magnetic sheet 2 and insulating film 3 are 
laminated to insulating base plate 10" in the manner 
described above. When fingertip F is pressed against 
the film and sheet, different overlying portions of 
magnetic sheet 2 will deflect towards Hall elements 
35 by amounts depending on the surface pressure 
applied by the individual surface variations of the fin- 
gertip. The strength of the magnetic field received by 
each Hall element will vary depending on the distance 
between it and the overlying portion of magnetic film 
2. An equivalent current is applied to each Hall ele- 
ment 35 by registers 50, 52 so that the voltage across 
terminals A and B is generally proportional to the mag- 
netic field received by the Hall element. This voltage 
is detected and correlated with the corresponding in- 
tersection point 46 to determine the surface pressure 
at that intersection point. Switches 54, 56 cycle 
through all of the intersection points as described 
above so that the arrangement of concave and con- 
vex portions of the entire fingerprint can be detected 
and the sensed fingerprint can be reproduced. 

Figs. 9 and 10 illustrate further embodiments of 
surface input panel 1 . In Fig. 9, the input panel further 
includes an elastomer 60, such as a sponge sheet, 
positioned between magnetic sheet 2 and circuit plate 
4. Elastomer 60 is adapted to sink in response to pres- 
sure thereon from magnetic sheet 2. As shown in Fig. 
8, when a ridge portion of fingertip F presses down on 
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a portion of magnetic sheet 2, this portion deflects 
downwards, thereby causing the underlying portion 
of elastomer 60 to sink. 

In Fig. 10, a different type of magneto sheet is 
shown. Magnetic sheet 2' is adapted to sink in con- 
formity with surface contours of the fingertip in the di- 
rection of the thickness (depth) when the f ingetip is 
pressed onto the surface of magnetic sheet. As 
shown in Fig. 9, a magnetically sensitive element 40a 
located immediately under or adjacent to a ridge por- 
tion of fingertip will detect a relatively stronger mag- 
netic field because the overlying portion of magnetic 
sheet 2 has sunk towards the magnetically sensitive 
element 40a. Likewise, a magnetically sensitive ele- 
ment 40b located immediately under or adjacent to a 
groove portion of fingertip F will not detect any 
change in the strength of the magnetic field because 
the sheet has not sunk toward the element 40b. Ac- 
cordingly, a map of the fingerprint can be reproduced 
in the manner discussed above. 



Claims 



4. The input panel of claim 2 further including 
switches coupling each magnetic resistance ele- 
ment to the electrode lines associated with the in- 
tersection point for the element. 

5. The input panel of claim 4 wherein the switches 
are thin film transistors, the transistors opera- 
tive^ coupling first ends of the magnetic resis- 
tance elements to associated first and second 
groups of electrode lines for use in determining 
the relative location of each magnetic resistance 
element, and including signal lines coupled to 
second ends of the magnetic resistance ele- 
ments being coupled to a signal line for use in de- 
tecting the generated electrical signals. 

6. The input panel of claim 1 wherein the magnetic 
sheet generates a magnetic field, the magnetical- 
ly sensitive elements comprise conductive ele- 
ments adapted to generate a voltage correspond- 
ing to a strength of the magnetic field to which the 
elments are subjected, the magnitude of the 
magnetic field being generally proportional to a 
distance between the conductive elements and 
respective overlying portions of the magnetic 
sheet. 

7. The input panel of claim 6 wherein the conductive 
elements are Hail effect elements. 

8. The input panel of claim 1 wherein the flexible 
magnetic sheet has a surface adapted and sized 
for receiving a fingertip, the fingertip having an 
inside surface with contours, the magnetic sheet 
being adapted to deflect generally in conformity 
with surface contours of the fingertip when the 
fingertip is pressed onto the surface of the mag- 
netic sheet 

9. The input panel of claim 1 wherein the first and 
second groups of electrode lines form an x-y grid. 

10. The input panel of claim 1 wherein the electrode 
lines of each group are substantially parallel and 
spaced approximately 20-150 u.m from each 
other. 

11. The input panel of claim 1 wherein the flexible 
magnetic sheet has a surface adapted and sized 
for receiving a fingertip, the fingertip having an 
inside surface with contours, the magnetic sheet 
being adapted to sink in conformity with surface 
contours of the fingertip when the fingertip is 
pressed onto the surface of the magnetic sheet. 

12. The input panel of claim 1 wherein the fingertip 
has an inside surface with contours, the input 
panel further including an elastomer positioned 



1 . A surface pressure input panel comprising: 25 
a flexible magnetic sheet; and 
a circuit plate coupled to the magnetic 
sheet and having an insulating base plate, inter- 
secting first and second groups of electrode lines 
formed thereon, and magnetically sensitive ele- 30 
ments associated with intersection points formed 
by the electrode lines, coupled to associated 
electrode lines and facing the magnetic sheet, 
the magnetically sensitive elements being adapt- 
ed to generate electrical signals as a function of 35 
a distance between the magnetically sensitive 
elements and respective overlying portions of 
the magnetic sheet, so that, upon the application 
of an electrical potential to the element, the gen- 
erated electrical signals can be sensed and the 40 
relative locations of the elements can be deter- 
mined. 

2. The input panel of claim 1 wherein the magnetic 
sheet generates a magnetic field, the magnetical- 45 
ly sensitive elements comprising magnetic resis- 
tance elements having a resistance that varies as 

a function of the magnetic field to which the ele- 
ments are subjected, the strength of the magnet- 
ic field to which the elements are subjected being 50 
generally proportional to a distance between the 
magnetically sensitive elements and respective 
overlying portions of the magnetic sheet. 

3. The input panel of claim 2 wherein each magnetic 55 
resistance element is directly coupled to the elec- 
trode lines associated the intersection point for 

the element. 
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between the magnetic sheet and the magnetical- 
ly sensitive elements, the elastomer being adapt- 
ed to sink in conformity with surface contours of 
the fingertip when the fingertip is pressed onto 
the magnetic sheet 

13. An apparatus for use in mapping physical surface 
irregularities of an object, the apparatus compris- 
ing: 

a pressure sensitive magnetic sheet 
adapted to deflect locally in substantial conform- 
ity with the surface irregularities when the object 
is pressed against a first side of the sheet; 

an insulating base plate facing a second 
side of the sheet; 

a multiplicity of magnetically sensitive ele- 
ments distributed over the base plate and spaced 
from the. sheet, the elements being adapted to 
generate electrical signals responsive to a mag- 
netic field to which the elements are subjected so 
that the electrical signals reflect deflections of re- 
spective overlying portions of the sheet towards 
corresponding magnetically sensitive elements 
when the surface irreeguiarities of the object ap- 
ply- pressure to the overlying portions of the 
sheet; and 

means for use in determining the relative 
locations of the magnetically sensitive elements 
from which the electrical signals emanate; 

whereby the surface irregularities can be 
mapped on the basis of the generated electrical 
signals and the relative locations of the magnet- 
ically sensitive elements. 

14. The apparatus of claim 13 wherein the determin- 
ing means comprises first and second groups of 
electrically conductive lines which intersect each 
other, and means for insulating the lines of the 
first group from the lines of the second group. 

15. The apparatus of claim 14 wherein the first and 
second groups of lines are substantially perpen- 
dicular with respect to each other and define an 
x-y grid of lines. 

16. The apparatus of claim 14 wherein the lines are 
carried on the substrate. 

17. The apparatus of claim 13 wherein the magneti- 
cally sensitive elements are arranged in an x-y 
array. 

18. The apparatus of claim 14 wherein the magneti- 
cally sensitive elements comprise magnetic re- 
sistance elements having a resistance that varies 
as a function of the magnetic field to which the 
magnetic resistance elements are subjected, the 
magnetic field generated by the magnetic sheet 



being generally proportional to a distance be- 
tween the magnetic resistance elements and re- 
spective overlying portions of the magnetic 
sheet. 

5 

19. The apparatus of claim 18 wherein the magnetic 
resistance elements are each electrically cou- 
pled to an associated electrode line of the first 
and second groups such that, when an electric 

10 potential is applied to the associated electrode 

lines, a current flows through the magnetic resis- 
tance element, the magnitude of the current be- 
ing substantially proportional to the magnetic 
field to which the magnetic resistance elements 

15 are subjected. 

20. The apparatus of claim 12 including a thin film 
transistor operatively coupled to the elements 
and the determining means. 

20 

21. The apparatus of claim 14 wherein the magneti- 
cally sensitive elements comprise conductive 
elements, the apparatus further including means 
for directing a current through the conductive ele- 

25 men ts, the co nductive elements being adapted to 

generate a voltage generally proportional to a 
density of the electric current and a magnitude of 
a magneticf ield from the magnetic sheet to which 
the elements are subjected. 

30 

22. An apparatus for use in mapping physical surface 
irregularities of an object, the apparatus compris- 
ing: 

a touch panel including a pressure sensi- 

35 tive magnetic sheet adapted to deflect locally in 

substantial conformity with the surface irregular- 
ities when the object is pressed against the sheet, 
an insulating base plate attached to the sheet, in- 
tersecting first and second groups of electrode 

40 lines on the substrate forming intersection points 

where the electrode lines cross, and magnetically 
sensitive elements associated with the intersec- 
tion points, coupled to the associated electrode 
lines, facing the magnetic sheet, and being 

45 spaced apart from the sheet, the magnetically 

sensitive elements being adapted to generate 
electrical signals that correspond to a distance 
between the magnetically sensitive elements 
and respective overlying portions of the magnetic 

so sheet and to apply the generated electrical sig- 

nals to the electrode lines; 

means, coupled to the first group of elec- 
trode lines, for applying an electric potential to 
the first and second groups of electrode lines; 

55 and 

a detection circuit operatively coupled to 
the first and second electrode lines for sensing 
the generated electric signals and determining 



BNSOOCID: <EP 06501 39A1 J_> 



13 EP 0 650 139 A1 14 



the locations of the magnetically sensitive ele- 
ments to thereby enable a reconstitution of the 
surface irregularities of the object. 

23. The apparatus of claim 22 wherein the magneti- 5 
cally sensitive elements comprise magnetic re- 
sistance elements. 

24. The apparatus of claim 22 wherein the magneti- 
cally sensitive elements comprise conductive 10 
Hall effect elements. 

25. A method for detecting a fingerprint pattern from 
a fingertip comprising the steps of: 

providing a flexible magnetic sheet cou- 15 
pled to a circuit plate, the circuit plate having a 
multiplicity of magnetically sensitive elements 
facing and spaced from the magnetic sheet; 

pressing the fingertip against the magnet- 
ic sheet such that the magnetic sheet generally 20 
conforms to contours of the fingertip and deflects 
toward a group of the magnetically sensitive ele- 
ments; 

generating an electrical signal with the 
magnetically sensitive elements which reflects a 25 
distance between the magnetic elements and re- 
spective overlying portions of the magnetic 
sheet; 

detecting the electrical signals; and 
determining a relative location of the mag- 30 
netically sensitive elements; 

whereby the fingerprint pattern can be re- 
created by correlating the electrical signals with 
the location of the magnetically sensitive ele- 
ments. 35 
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